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In  the  first part each of  the exams  is described  in 
terms of its level, design, structure, assessment, and 
the examiners. The three main documents relevant 
to  the  design  of  the  Spanish  tests,  namely  the 
Common European Framework  of Reference  for 
Languages,  the  Manual  for  Relating  Language 
Examinations  to  that  framework of  reference,  and 
the Curriculum of Instituto Cervantes are explained 
in  this  section.  In  the  second  part,  the Common 
European Framework of Reference  for Languages 
and the Spanish exam in Japan are discussed. In the 

















DELE,  Diplomas  de  Español  como  Lengua 
Extranjera （Spanish  for Diplomas of Spanish as a 
Foreign Language）, are official certificates issued by 
the  Spanish  Instituto Cervantes  on behalf  of  the 
Spanish Ministry  of  Education  and  Sciences  to 
participants  who  have  passed  a  standard  test 
indicating  their  Spanish  language  proficiency 
（Instituto Cervantes, 2010）.
The DELE exams were created by  the Spanish 
Ministry  of  Education  in  1988  by  the  act  Real 




Salamanca, which  issued  its  own  certificates  of 
Spanish  proficiency  until  1991,  agreed with  the 
Ministry  of Education  of  Spain  to  undertake  the 
development, production and grading of  the DELE 
examinations.  In  1992,  according  to  the  act Real 
Decreto  1/92,  the  Instituto  Cervantes  became 
responsible  for  the  administration  of  the DELE 
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264/08,  there was a change  in  the denomination of 
the  exams  and  the  correspondence  between  the 
Spanish exams  levels and the  levels defined by the 
CEFR was settled: the Diploma de Español level A1, 
level  A2,  level  B1 （equivalent  to  the  former 
beginners  level）,  level B2 （equivalent to the  former 
intermediate  level）,  level   C1 ,   and  level   C2 
（equivalent to the former advanced level）.
The  Instituto Cervantes （2010） established  the 





shou ld   fu l f i l   a t   l east   two  o f   the   fo l l owing 
requirements: a） Spanish is not the mother tongue of 
one  of  the  parents,  b） Spanish was  not  the  first 






the  design  concepts,  structure,  assessment,  and 
training  for examiners. The second part  focuses on 
the evolution of the DELE exams and test centers in 
Japan.  In  the  final part,  an extra-curricular course 
organized at Tohoku University oriented to students 
interested  in  taking  the DELE examination  in  the 
future is briefly described. 
In  fact,  as  the number of  students  interested  in 
taking  the DELE examination has  increased,  it  is 
necessary  to organize  special  classes, not only  for 
furnishing  students  with  the  language  skil ls 
corresponding to the content at their particular level 
of  the  exam but  also  to  acquaint  them with  the 
structure of  the exam. We have made a revision of 
the DELE examination （design,  structure,  relation 
with  the  Common  European  Framework  of 
Reference  for  Languages）,  a  search  about  the 
evolution of DELE in Japan, and we have organized 
ten classes with  the aim of ensuring  that students 
understand  the  instructions  of  the  exam, become 
accustomed to  its structure, and providing practice 
exercises of  the  four  linguistic skills. At the time of 
















Spanish  language,  the  Curriculum  of  Instituto 
Cervantes （Figure 1）. In the following section, each 
of these will be described in detail.




of  what  is  now  frequently  referred  to  as  the 








In  general,  the CEFR  seems  to  have  a major 
impact on  language education.  It  is used – often as 
the exclusive neutral  reference –  in all educational 
sectors.  Its value as a reference  tool  to coordinate 
the  objectives  of  education  at  all  levels  is widely 
appreciated. In some countries the CEFR has helped 
to develop both strategic language policy documents 
and  practical  teaching materials.  In  others,  it  is 
becoming the most reliable reference for curriculum 
planning. On the other hand, some respondents view 
the CEFR’s  impact  as  quite modest  so  far. They 
point out that it does not yet play an important role 
for  the  teaching  profession  at  the  school  level, 
although  it  has  undeniable  contributed  to more 
transparency and coherence in general. （2007, p.7）
The  CEFR  was  published  by  the  Council  of 
Europe’s Language Policy Division for the European 
Year  of  Languages  in  2001,  in  the  two  official 





guidelines,  examinations  and  textbooks  across 
Europe. The intention of the CEFR was to establish 
a metalanguage  that  could be used  to  talk  about 
objectives and  language  levels. Although the CEFR 
maintains  neutrality  regarding methodology,  it 
presents a clear philosophy that can be summarized 
in  the  following  points:  a）  transparency  and 




sees  the  learner  as  a  social  agent who  needs  to 
perform  certain  actions  for which  he/she  needs 
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the Curriculum of Instituto Cervantes (Figure 1). 













Figure 1. Instruments considered for designing DELE examinations 
1.1.1. Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages 
The Common European Framework of Reference 
for Languages (CEFR) can be seen “as an 
example of what is now frequently referred to as 
the globalization of educational policy” (Byram 
and Parmenter, 2012). Regarding the use and 
influence of the CEFR in Member States of the 
Council of Europe, Martyniuk and Noijons made a 
summary of a survey carried out in 2006 for the 
Intergovernmental Policy Forum of February 2007. 
The following conclusions were made: 
In g neral, the CEFR seems to have a ajor 
impact on language education. It is used – often 
as the exclusive neutral refer nce – in all 
educational s ctors. Its value as a refer ce tool 
to coordinate the objectives of education at all 
levels is widely appreciated. In some countries 
the CEFR has helped to develop both strategic 
language policy documents and practical 
teaching materials. In others, it is becoming the 
most reliable reference for curriculum planning. 
On the other hand, some respondents view the 
CEFR’s impact as quite modest so far. They 
point out that it does not yet play an important 
role for the teaching profession at the school 
level, although it has undeniable contributed to 
more transparency and coherence in general. 
(2007, p.7) 
The CEFR was published by the Council of 
Europe’s Language Policy Division for the 
European Year of Languages in 2001, in the two 
official languages of the Council of Europe: 
CEFR 
Manual for Relating Language 
Examinations to the CEFR 
Curriculum of  
Instituto Cervantes 
DELE
Defines what learners should learn 
and how to test their progress 
Relate Contents of 
Examinations to the CEFR 
Define elements to be evaluated 
in each level 
Figure 1 . Instruments considered for designing DELE examinations
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language;  c） plurilingualism:  promote  learning  as 
discovering  of  other  cultures  and  enrich  the 








and assessment,  and also a  link between  language 
points  and  the  real  world  by  means  of  Can-do 
descriptors in each level, briefly explained in Table 1:








1.1.2. Manual for Relating Language Examinations to 
the Common European Framework of Reference 
for Languages 
This  Manual  is  a  document  that  provides 
procedures  and  techniques,  based  mainly  on 
experimentation  and  expertise,  to  systematically 
relate the exams to the levels of the CEFR （Council 
of  Europe,  2009; Noijons,  Béresová,  Breton,  and 
Szabó, 2011）. Once the exam has been linked to the 
CEFR, if it certifies, for example, a B1 level, this is a 
definite  indicator  that  the B1  level of  this exam  is 
equivalent  to  the B1  level  in  any  other  language 
within  the CEFR （Instituto Cervantes Dirección 
Académica, 2014）. The Manual aims to contribute in 
the area of  linking assessments  to  the CEFR and 




five  inter-related  sets  of  procedures  that  exam 
providers  are  advised  to  follow so  as  to design a 
proper  l ink  between  a  test   and  the  CEFR: 
familiarization, specification, standardization training 
and benchmarking,  standard setting, and validation. 
Familiarization,  developed  in  Chapter  3  of  the 
Manual, proposes a selection of training activities to 
ensure that participants in the linking process have a 
detailed  knowledge  of  the CEFR,  its  levels  and 
descriptors. Specification, developed in Chapter 4, has 
an  awareness-raising  function  for  improving  the 
Table 1 . Levels defined by the CEFR and considered for producing DELE exams
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developed  in Chapter  5,  suggest  procedures  that 
f ac i l i t a te   the   imp lementa t i on   o f   a   shared 
understanding  of  the  common  reference  levels, 
exploiting illustrative CEFR samples for spoken and 
written performance. Standard setting, developed  in 
Chapter 6,  refers  to  the crucial point of a decision 
rule  to allocate students  to one of  the CEFR  levels 
on the basis of their performance in the examination 
and describes procedures to get to the final decision 
of  setting  cut  scores.  Validation,  developed  in 




The  third  indispensable  tool  is  a  detai led 
description of  the elements  that are  to be  learned 




1.1.3. Curriculum of Instituto Cervantes
Instituto Cervantes produced a document called 
Plan Curricular: Niveles de Referencia （2012）, which 
is  a  detailed  description  of  which  aspects  of 
grammar,  vocabulary  and  discourse  are  to  be 
evaluated at each level. The six levels determined by 
CEFR apply to all the major EU languages, and the 
Instituto  Cervantes  determined  the  levels  of 
reference for Spanish. 
This work, integrated into three volumes, presents 
a  systematic  treatment of  the necessary materials 
for preparing the objectives and contents of Instituto 
Cervantes syllabi and fulfills  the  following functions: 
a）  it  links  theory  and  practice  by  helping  to 
introduce  the  results  of  research  and  didactic 
experimentation  into  practice  in  the  language 
classroom; b）  it provides a professional analysis of 
the  needs  and  expectations  of  students  and 
establishes  the  specific  objectives  and  the most 
appropriate  teaching  approach;  c）  it  coherently 
articulates the decisions made by different people at 
severa l   po ints   in   the   process   o f   p lann ing , 
development and curriculum evaluation. Each volume 
presents a description of  the general  objectives of 
each  level  and  twelve  inventories  of  grammar, 
pragmatics, notional component, culture, and learning, 




1.1.4. Structure of DELE examinations
The three basic instruments used in the designing 
of  the exams are  the CEFR,  the Manual  to  relate 
examinations  to  the  CEFR,  and  the  Levels  of 
Reference  defined  by  the  Instituto  Cervantes 
Curriculum. The first step in the process of design is 









as  a  vehicle  of  communication. Having  set  these 
contexts,  it  is possible  to decide what type of  tasks 







working places;  and d） education:  the  context  of 
learning and acquisition of knowledge. Within each 
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sphere  of  social  l ife ,  the  language  users  are 
confronted with situations and expected to use  the 
language  in  certain ways  to  speak  about  certain 
topics which need to be defined for the exam.
Therefore, considering social spheres, communicative 
situations,  contents  described  in  the  Instituto 
Cervantes Curriculum, competences defined  in  the 
CEFR for each  level,  the  three main aspects of  the 
exam are  set:  the  tasks  that  candidates  have  to 









consists  of  four  parts  containing  several  tasks: 
Reading, Listening, Oral expression and  interaction, 
and Writing expression and  interaction.  In  levels C, 
each part contains more than one skill. The tasks are 
communicative and have a high level of authenticity. 




Instituto Cervantes （2014）,  is  related  to  two main 
questions: a） What should language users learn? and 
b） How can  the  improvement of  such  learning be 
tested? The CEFR answers  those  two questions  in 
two  dimensions:  a）  the  horizontal  dimension: 
descript ion  of  language  learning  and  usage 
considering competences, strategies, communicative 
activities,  linguistic processes,  social  spheres,  texts, 
tasks, and contexts; and b） the vertical dimension: a 
definition of six levels of reference. The combination 






holistic  and  analytic. The  first  one  is  a  general 
evaluation  of  the  candidate’s  performance.  The 
second  one  evaluates  each  component （fluency, 
accuracy, interaction, coherence, and the repertoire） 




results  of  qual i f icat ion  should  be  the  same, 
independent  of  the  moment  and  the  examiner. 
Reliability  can  be  internal  or  external.  Internal 
reliability means that one examiner gives  the same 
qualifications  to  the  same  performances  of  a 
candidate at different moments. External reliability 
means  that  different  examiners  give  the  same 
qualifications  to  the  same  candidates （Dirección 
Académica Instituto Cervantes 2014）. 





are  required  to  acquire  the  specific  knowledge, 
procedures  and  attitudes  to  ensure  they perform 
competently  in  their  role. Regarding  knowledge, 
examiners  are  required  to  be  familiar with  the 
qualification sheets and all  the materials,  and also 





remain  impartial,  and  maintain  objectivity  and 
balance  throughout  the entire process. Examiners 
are  required  to  have  the  ability  to  avoid  being 
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influenced  by  the  performance  of  the  previous 
candidate,  to maintain  a  balance between  all  the 
components of the content-level being evaluated and 
avoid concentrating on only one or two, and to make 
an  appropriate  comparison  between  the  answers 
provided by the candidates and the patterns of  the 
descriptors in the scales.
The  fo l lowing  people  may  become  DELE 
examiners: teachers employed by Instituto Cervantes 
and Education Offices of Spain,  language assistants 
employed by  the Spanish Agency  for  International 
Cooperation,  other  teachers who  speak  Spanish 




formats, on  line,  face  to  face and blended,  to  those 
interested  in becoming examiners,  in  order  to be 





2 ．CEFR and DELE in Japan
2.1．Influence of CEFR in Japan
In  Japan,  the  impact  of  the  CEFR  is  more 
predominant  in  the  university  system,  where 
students follow a liberal art curriculum for two years 
which  includes  foreign  languages （Sugitani  and 
Tomita, 2012）. In particular,  those authors maintain 
that “Even  though  the  CEFR  was  designed  to 
provide a common European framework for language 
learning,  teaching  and  assessment  regardless  of 
language and country, almost all  the universities  in 
Japan have  focused predominantly  on  the  can-do 
statements  in  the CEFR and have applied  them to 
only one language, which in the majority of cases is 
English” （p.201）. The authors also pointed out  that 
the  influences  of  the CEFR  in  foreign  language 
education, mainly  in  the  university  system,  are 
strong in two areas. On the one hand, regarding the 
teaching  of English  as  an  international  language, 
there is a move towards transparency and efficiency 
of  learning objectives and assessment  systems as 
well  as  the development of  can-do statements. On 
the other hand,  the CEFR also has an  influence on 
the  education  of  the  neighbouring  languages  of 
Chinese and Korean, with regard to the inclusion of 
intercultural factors, which is a promising precedent. 




2.2．Evolution of DELE in Japan
According to the information of the Department of 
Diplomas of  Instituto Cervantes,  the DELE exams, 








According  to  a  report  in  Extenda （2009）, 
approximately 300  Japanese candidates  sit  for  the 





From  1999  to  2007,  the  Embassy  of  Spain 
administered the DELE examinations. Since 2008, the 
Instituto Cervantes  has  administered  the DELE 
examination  and  the  number  of  test  centers  has 
grown  along  with  the  number  of  candidates 
（Domínguez Marín, 2013）.   
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2.3．Profile of Japanese students

















Graph 1 . Evolution of the number of candidates in Japan between 1999 and 2013
（Sources: Instituto Cervantes and Embassy of Spain in Tokyo）
Table 2 . Number of Japanese candidates to DELE in all test centers in Japan in 2014 （Source: Instituto Cervantes）
Candidates in Japan （2014）
Place of the examination April May July November Total 2014









Total  16 643 208 1160 2027
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b） The age  range which  represented  the  largest 
number of the candidates was between 18 and 25 
years, followed by 26 and 39 years （Table 3）
c）  Approximately  half  of  the  candidates  were 








my  level  of Spanish”.  In  the Study  field,  the most 




According  to Dominguez Marín,  the  person  in 
charge of DELE  in Japan,  the motivation that  leads 
students of Spanish to sit for the DELE examination 
differs  from  the motivation which  leads  them  to 
study  the  language.  The  DELE  examination 
represents a challenge for students, who consider  it 
as a way of  testing  their  improvement,  their  level 
and their intensive preparation.
3 . Report on Classes for preparing for the 
DELE examination at Tohoku University




familiar with  the structure and  the  instructions of 
the DELE exam. For  that purpose,  special  extra-
curricular  classes  using  material  designed  for 
studying  for  the  exam are  offered  to  students  at 
Tohoku University who will  eventually  sit  for  the 
exam. The purposes of the classes are the following: 
a） to become familiar with the meaning of verbs  in 























3.2．Profile of the students
Students from six different classes were invited to 
participate  in  the  courses,  and  seven decided  to 
attend the ten extra-curricular DELE classes （Table 
5）. The  learners attending  these classes  intend  to 
take  the DELE  exam  and/or  travel  and  pursue 
studies of Spanish abroad sometime in the future.
3.3．Structure of the classes
We have organized a short course of  ten classes 
（Table 6）. In these classes, students work with the 
books Preparación al Diploma de Español Nivel A1 
（Hidalgo,  2010） and Preparación al Diploma de 
Español Nivel A2 （García-Viñó Sánchez, 2010）, which 
contain models of DELE tests, with all  the contents 
and  instructions  entirely  in Spanish.  In  this  short 
course,  students  should cover  two  test-models. As 






Table 5 . Profile of the students taking the extra-curricular DELE classes at Tohoku University.
Number of students Level University class Spanish semester
4 A1 Engineering 2
1 A2 Anthropology 4
1 A2 Economics 4
1 A2 →B1 Economics 4





instructions （write,  read,  relate,  etc.）;  c） accomplish  two  tasks:  one  reading,  or writing,  or 







A DELE class at Tohoku University （Picture Cecilia Silva, Dec. 16, 2014）
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authorities  as well  as  in  the  business world. The 
DELE  exam  certifies  consolidated  knowledge  of 
Spanish and not  just  the momentary effort required 
when taking the exam. This exam values the practical 
use  of  the  language  and  the  diplomas  are  valid 
permanently. Nowadays,  there  is  a  great  deal  of 








no  conclusive  results  or  suggestions  for  the 
continuation  of   the  course.  From  the  broad 
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